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The ‘handing-over’ of Western Sahara to Morocco and Mauritania, 
despite the UN continuing to treat Western Sahara as a colony, ushered 
in a period of armed struggle by the POLISARIO Front against the two 
occupation forces (Morocco in the north and Mauritania in the south) in 
the quest to liberate the territory.
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A few months ago we read of a ‘lone’ Moroccan patriot who temporarily defaced three South 
African government websites (Business 
Day; ‘Hacker defends Morocco from 
SA villainy’, Thabiso Mochiko, 10 
December 2012). We were later to 
learn that the primary motivation 
behind this cyber-warfare on the South 
African government was as a result of 
Pretoria’s recognition and support of 
the Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic 
(SADR). According to the supposedly 
Moroccan nationalistic inclined hacker 
who goes by the name “H4ksniper”, he 
hacked the websites because: “…SA is 
supporting the [SADR] and is considered 
an [enemy] of Morocco…I’m just 
defending my country”. As much as 
H4ksniper has every right to defend his 
country, it would be more appropriate 
for him to rather say: “I’m just defending 
my country’s illegal occupation of 
Western Sahara.”
We do thank H4ksniper for one 
thing though: that is bringing the 
attention of the South African media 
and public to the plight of the people 
of Western Sahara, a territory regarded 
as Africa’s last colony. We had the 
opportunity of visiting the Western 
Sahara refugee camps last year, for the 
purpose of shooting a documentary on 
these forgotten peace-loving people 
and their struggle for independence. 
Rivers of ink have been spilt by 
numerous analysts in this country 
decrying political apathy amongst our 
generation, commonly referred to as the 
‘Kwaito generation’, after the township 
dance genre more renowned for its 
negative connotations than positive 
ones. Determined not to be defined 
by our predecessors, we took to heart 
Frantz Fanon’s clarion call that: “Each 
generation must out of relative obscurity 
discover its mission, fulfil it or betray it”. 
In May 2012, we as young film-
makers decided to take the long journey 
from the southern tip of the African 
continent to its northern end. Our 
voyage to Algeria was not borne out of 
the desire to see the tourist attractions 
of the country where Nelson Mandela 
and other African liberation movements 
received military training during the 
anti-colonial liberation struggles. The 
latter consideration led the great son 
of Africa from Guinea-Bissau, Amilcar 
Cabral, to famously name Algeria as 
the Mecca of revolutionaries!
Our main interest in travelling to 
Algeria was to visit the Western Sahara 
refugee camps next to the military town 
of Tindouf, which is located in the heart 
of the harsh Sahara desert, south-west 
of Algeria. The purpose of this visit was 
to attend the 9th Edition of the Western 
Sahara Film Festival commonly 
known as the FISAHARA Festival. 
The aim of this festival is, amongst 
other things, to raise international 
awareness of the refugees’ situation 
in the international community and 
to enable the Saharawis to tell their 
own story through film by leaving a 
lasting legacy of skills and equipment 
in the camps. We have completed a 
video documentary on the plight of 
the Western Sahara refugees which is 
scheduled to be released in early 2013.
As young South African filmmakers, 
we are of the view that it is important to 
engage our generational counterparts 
with issues pertaining to struggles for 
self-determination and independence 
as we can all relate to these issues 
relative to our understanding of them 
via our own similar history. On another 
level, we are still very pretentious and 
superficial as a human race when we 
use terms like “post-colonial” when 
there are still colonial appendages 
on the continent, most notably 
Western Sahara. Our generation, a 
post-apartheid group, find ourselves 
grappling with the angst attached to the 
question, “now what are we supposed 
to do?” Well here, we feel, is a worthy 
and just cause that people should 
at the very least be aware of, and of 
course with this type of situation, one 
can never do too much.  
It is within this context that we wish 
to provide our perspective on the issue 
of Western Sahara as understood by us 
young South Africans.
For the uninitiated, the inalienable 
right of the Saharawi people to self-
determination was first confirmed in 
1960, following the adoption of United 
Nations General Assembly Resolution 
1514(XV) also known as the Declaration 
on the Granting of Independence to 
Colonial Countries and Peoples. At the 
time, Western Sahara was claimed by 
both Morocco and Mauritania. 
In 1963, Western Sahara was placed 
on the list of Non-Self-Governing 
Territories under Chapter XI of the UN 
Charter. The list included the territories 
whose people had at that time not 
yet attained a full measure of self-
government. On 16 December 1965, 
the UNGA adopted resolution 2072 
on Spanish Sahara (Western Sahara), 
in which it recalled resolution 1514 
(XV) and requested Spain to take all 
necessary measures to liberate “Spanish 
Sahara from colonial domination”. As 
a result of this resolution, Spain was 
also recognised as the “administering 
power” of the territory in line with 
article 73(e) of the UN Charter.
In 1974, Spain announced plans to 
decolonise Western Sahara through a 
referendum to be held within a year. 
Pre-empting a probable choice for 
independence by the Saharawi people, 
the Moroccan government demanded 
an opinion from the International Court 
of Justice (ICJ) on Morocco’s historical 
claim to the territory. As such, the ICJ’s 
opinion was announced on 16 October 
1975 and held amongst others that: 
“…the Court’s conclusion is that the 
materials and information presented to 
it do not establish any tie of territorial 
sovereignty between the territory of 
Western Sahara and the Kingdom of 
Morocco or the Mauritanian entity. 
Thus the Court has not found legal ties 
of such a nature as might affect the 
application of resolution 1514(XV) in 
The aim of this 
festival is, amongst 
other things, to 
raise international 
awareness of the 
refugees’ situation 
in the international 
community and to 
enable the Saharawis 
to tell their own story 
through film by leaving 
a lasting legacy of 
skills and equipment 
in the camps.
T H E  T H I N K E R50
COMMENT
the decolonisation of Western Sahara 
and, in particular, of the principle of 
self-determination through the free and 
genuine expression of the will of the 
peoples of the Territory”. 
In the aftermath of this landmark 
ruling affirming the right of the 
Saharawi people to self-determination, 
Morocco’s King Hassan II announced 
that 350,000 Moroccan civilians would 
walk into Western Sahara to claim the 
territory. This defiant act by Morocco 
would be known as the ‘Green March’. 
In view of the foregoing, it needs to 
be highlighted that on 6 November 
1975, the UN Security Council in its 
resolution 380 “deplored” the holding 
of the Moroccan ‘Green March’ into 
Western Sahara, and called upon 
Morocco “to withdraw from the 
territory of Western Sahara all the 
participants in the march”. 
A domestic political crisis in Spain 
was exacerbated by the illness of 
long-time dictator Generalissimo 
Francisco Franco. With the majority 
of its allies within the UN Security 
Council in particular and the ‘Cold-
War’ in general favouring Morocco’s 
forced occupation of Western Sahara, 
Spain was compelled to negotiate 
with Morocco. To this end, on 14 
November 1975, representatives 
of Spain, Morocco and Mauritania 
(whose territorial claims of Western 
Sahara were also dismissed by the 
aforementioned ICJ ruling of 16 
October 1975) gathered in Madrid and 
announced an agreement whereby 
Morocco and Mauritania would gain 
administrative control over Western 
Sahara as of February 1976. This 
‘gentlemen’s pact’ would go on to be 
known as the ‘Madrid Agreement’. 
Against this backdrop, it should be 
noted that the ‘Madrid Agreement’ did 
not affect the status of Western Sahara 
as a Non-Self-Governing Territory in 
accordance with Chapter XI of the UN 
Charter.  
The ‘handing-over’ of Western 
Sahara to Morocco and Mauritania, 
despite the UN continuing to treat 
Western Sahara as a colony, ushered 
in a period of armed struggle by the 
POLISARIO Front against the two 
occupation forces (Morocco in the 
north and Mauritania in the south) in 
the quest to liberate the territory. As a 
result, Mauritania signed a peace treaty 
with the POLISARIO Front on 5 August 
1979 and renounced its territorial 
claims to Western Sahara. On 6 
September 1991 a ceasefire between 
the POLISARIO Front and Morocco 
was declared by the United Nations. 
Shortly before the ceasefire, the 
United Nations established its Mission 
for Western Sahara whose main task 
will be to organise a referendum in 
which the Saharawi people choose 
between independence from Morocco 
or integration into Morocco. This 
body was aptly named the United 
Nations Mission for the Referendum 
in Western Sahara (MINURSO). At the 
time of writing, approximately 21 years 
since the establishment of MINURSO 
and the declaration of the ceasefire, 
the referendum has not been held. 
Moreover, due to the non-resolution 
of this conflict the Saharawi people 
continue to be confined in the harsh 
conditions of the refugee camps. 
At this juncture, let us examine the 
basis in which South Africa supports 
the struggle of the people of Western 
Sahara since H4ksniper used it as the 
pretext for his offensive. 
The right to self-determination was 
the basis upon which a democratic 
South Africa was founded. As such, 
South Africa has consistently held that 
its violation of this sacred principle 
vis-à-vis the issue of Western Sahara 
would constitute a grave betrayal of its 
own painful struggle and commitment 
to respect the Charter of the United 
Nations  and the Constitutive Act of the 
African Union as former South African 
President Thabo Mbeki once noted. 
South Africa has also its lent its 
voice to numerous UN Security 
Council resolutions that reiterate its 
commitment to help “achieve a just, 
lasting an mutually acceptable political 
solution, which will provide for the self-
determination of the people of Western 
Sahara in the contexts of arrangements 
consistent with the principles and 
purposes of the Charter of the United 
Nations.” This stance by South Africa 
is informed by its own experience 
of resolving conflict through political 
dialogue rather than force. 
South Africa has also consistently 
called for the following with regard to 
the current situation in Western Sahara:
• An end to the illegal exploitation of 
mineral resources in the Western 
Sahara occupied territories;
• An end to human rights abuses 
against Saharawi activists in the 
occupied territories and has as such, 
called for the mandate of MINURSO 
to include the monitoring of human 
rights. MINURSO remains the only 
UN Mission without a human rights 
monitoring mandate;
• The lifting of a media blackout 
imposed in the Western Sahara 
occupied territories that continues to 
prevent the international community 
from seeing the daily misery of the 
Saharawi people; and
• Increased humanitarian support to 
the Saharawi refugees who continue 
to live in the harsh desert conditions 
due to the non-resolution of the 
conflict.
By way of conclusion, contrary to 
the claims by H4ksniper that his actions 
were in defence of his country, our view 
is that this position makes a mockery of 
the countless UN resolutions affirming 
the inalienable right of the Saharawi 
people to self-determination. As such, 
these cowardly acts by H4ksniper serve 
to preserve the illegal occupation and 
the continued colonisation of Western 
Sahara rather than as a defence of 
Morocco! 
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